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SIGNALING  THE  ONSET  OF  NIGHTMARES 


Scientific  alms  of  the  study 


Sleep  disturbances  may  cause  performance  degradation 
during  the  following  day.  The  prevalence  of  disturbed  sleep 
patterns  due  to  nightmares  and  related  phenomena  Is 
significantly  augmented  by  high  levels  of  stress  and 
particularly  during  and  following  combat  experiences.  The 
main  aim  of  this  study  was  to  search  for  a  warning  signal 
which  may  signify  the  onset  of  a  nightmare.  On  the  basis  of 
avlalable  knowledge,  it  was  assumed  that  a  major  Increase  In 
heart  rate  would  be  a  possible  warning  signal.  Thus,  this 
pilot  study  attempted  to  demonstrate  the  availability  of 
reliable  autonomic  nervous  system  changes  associated  with 
the  onset  of  nightmares.  If  such  an  early  Indicator  could 
be  found,  this  will  open  this  area  to  a  wide  variety  of 
possible  Interventions,  with  the  aim  of  reducing  sleep 
disturbances.  Thus,  for  instance,  a  relatively  simple 
device  could  activate  an  alarm  that  will  cause  the  early 
awakening  of  the  subject,  thus  minimizing  the  duration  and 
possibly  the  psychological  Impact  of  a  nightmare. 


Method  and  subjects 

In  order  to  test  for  the  availability  of  markers 
Indicating  the  onset  of  major  emotional  arousal  during 
sleep,  we  have  secured  the  collaboration  of  the  Sleep 
Laboratories  of  the  Technlon,  under  the  supervision  of  Dr. 
Peretz  Lavle.  This  laboratory  has  several  ongoing  projects 
which  provide  a  variety  of  subjects  with  sleep  disturbances. 
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The  specific  request  from  Dr.  Lavie  was  to  monitor  his 
subjects  and  the  occurrence  of  nightmares. 

Results  and  discussion 

As  Indicated  In  the  Interim  report,  our  main  obstacle 
In  conducting  this  study  was  the  unavailability  of  subjects. 
Even  those  who  complain  of  recurring  nightmares,  when  tested 
in  the  laboratory,  did  not  report  having  them.  It  Is 
conceivable  that  the  protected  environment  of  the  Sleep 
Laboratory  and  a  person's  knowledge  that  he  or  she  is  being 
closely  watched,  short-circuit  the  full  development  of  a 
process  which  under  regular  home  conditions  may  culminate  In 
a  full  nightmare . 

This  finding,  not  unlike  the  "Heisenberg  principle"  In 
physics,  precludes  any  systematic  Investigation  of  early 
warning  signals.  In  other  words,  the  very  fact  of 
measurement  changes  the  phenomena  being  measured. 

Being  a  pre-test,  ours  was  not  an  exhaustive  attempt  to 
search  for  nightmares  In  the  laboratory,  and  ought  to  be 
taken  with  caution.  At  the  same  time,  however.  It  appears 
that  by  Inviting  the  subjects  to  the  laboratory,  the 
probability  of  actually  experiencing  a  nightmare  Is 
significantly  reduced.  It  Is,  of  course,  possible  that 
subjects  do  have  negative  dreams,  with  reduced  Intensity  of 
the  emotional  experience,  and  consequently  they  are  not 
reported  as  nightmares.  Even  If  such  is  the  case,  the  basic 
Intervention  of  participating  In  an  experiment  leads  to 
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essentially  the  same  results,  namely  either  eliminating 
nightmares  or  seriously  reducing  their  Intensity. 

Thus,  whll£  our  study  failed  to  look  Into  the  question 
originally  proposed.  It  is  not  without  an  interesting 
lesson.  More  systematic  investigations  along  similar  lines 
utilizing  a  broader  range  of  possible  subjects  may  yield  to 
further  corroboration  of  these  Initial  results.  Needless  to 
say.  If  this  phenomenon  turns  out  to  be  reliable.  It  has 
Important  Implications  to  both  the  theory  of  trauma  and 
post-traumatic  stress  disorders,  as  well  as  to  the 
understanding  of  nightmares  as  such.  It  may  also  provide 
the  background  for  possible  Interventions  with  the  aim  of 
reducing  the  deleterious  effects  of  recurring  sleep 
disturbances  related  to  combat  experiences. 

The  issue  of  early  warning  signals  remains,  thus, 
basically  unresolved,  and  It  Is  conceivable  that  by 
recruiting  the  collaboration  of  subjects  suffering  from 
recurring  nightmares  on  long-term  basis,  this  question  may 
yet  turn  out  to  be  adequately  researchable.  Thus,  subjects 
may  take  the  recording  equipment  to  their  home  situation  on 
a  regular  basis,  thus,  perhaps,  overcoming  the  Inhibiting 
factors  of  the  unique  experience  of  sleeping  In  the 
laboratory . 
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